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ﬁEANINGS/;ND DISTRIBUTION OF THE PERFECT IN

- ’ PRE?NT-DAY AMERICAN ENGLISH PROSE 4
' Betty Lou Dubois . . g , . Q‘&w

New Mexico State University

INTRODUCTION, One who has attempted, even cursorily, to

in expresgsions such as "I have been here for ten minutes.? “Haven't
you seen h1¢2" and "1 had moved there, ‘before she arrived" may

flnally agfee with John B, Carroll. who said that although a great
, deal of ei*ﬁrt has been expended on the study of the English 'per-

7 Lfeﬁt./Qery little is actually known about its meanlng.l The 'af
/wg/ﬁ‘lack of knowledge is not confined to a single school in linguistics.
| RSbin Lak&ff has summedvit un in the'title of a section on tense,

“JA perfegf'mysféry at n;esént." ouble entendre

v < .
her attitude, and that of many others, toward the

hich expresses

ish ﬁérfect.z

o

Below, the liék of consensuc will be explored more fully. For the

‘moment, suffice it to say that our present ignorance precludes de- .

‘ r;- velopment of a comprehensive theory of the Engliéh verb, hindere

comparative studies, depending, hﬂ they do, on accurate descriptions
\() " of particular langfuages, and postpongs the discovery of universald, .

. It also creates difficulties in;the teaching of English to apeakers

s
a

of other languages. ' s . N

‘)
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N /{ ; TERMI??LOGY. One way in which conlect in theorijes of
{sts 1t elf is in’ differlng /terminblo-

{ -

/meaning .of thg perfect manif

ies., As cover term, one sees. bo gerfec and g?;fect tense.

" but

o use the latter, although 1t618 tradltional, is to take
J

sides 1ﬁ\a\controversyn ‘are the ad1t10nal1sts' Englhah perfect

'terses more pronerly tense or asvpgect, or both or ne1ther? The
term perfect 1s used by some to designate what others name gresen
gg:{ect. At the oqtset. then. it 18 1mportant to eatabllsh a con-

\ sistent}terminology. Perticular ch01%es, ﬁqr‘example. present
instead;of non-past, are made in orger to'/conform to traditioﬁ

‘/ | where,poesible-anc canvenient, in the hoﬁe that the present study

Uf.'” will be useful net only tewpfofessional'linguists_but easo others,

/ - y i kY
» _+ Pollowing -are sets of terms to be used in the study.

1. FORMS OF THE ENGLISH VERB (ADAPTED FROM BLOCH31

H

EForm - ' | Examples Se- o
" Bage--the stem ' - | live, eat,/é;
) U Qg:ynd;vg-;the base + {iNF}“i living, eating. goihg .
* Past 23231013 e--the base + {?N} lived, eaten.egone - l,
‘ Eggl--the baee + f%D} lived, ate, went ‘k
2. BASIC VERBAL CATEGORIES (ADAPTED FROM SCHOGHTA4 )

Tenge~-situates the verb grammatically ' ,
| ih the speaker's view of time ' .
A. Pagt tense--the Qaet'form an He lived: We ate.

[

.‘uned for prpd&@atiéﬁ’in the They went.

maln clnuse, . .

:E{‘ Ezgjgnj=ﬁgggg-=the bdge form, He liven. We oat,

-

with (él where approoriate. 1 go.
3
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as used for predication in the S

. main clause - ' o .

Aspect--characterizes, in non-temporal, ?
- non-modal contrast toTanother verb e . -,

form, the speaker's view of -the \ - T
R . 9 , . f. u; » '
unfolding of the action o g S h‘ . ‘

A, §1mgle*-forms used to %xpress L T work. 4;worked.

) action v1ew‘un1tar11y \ L . é
. B. Pfogrgssive--formé of the aﬁx-\'57 I.am work&hg.‘ I .“
iliary be .+ gerﬁndidg of lexical: was w0rking. ; o ///“
_ verb, used t¢ express the speaker's | ~ ////
' view of an action in'prpgreésd, ' j . ;,/i’ |
3. FORMS OF THE PERFECT o
. .Egm ‘ ’\«“ ‘ 2 o .
Bage peifect--base of a&xiliafy ngz_;/ - f@av: gbggi hgve eaten
\y -+ past pa;ticinlé of lexical verb ° ')//5?'
déruhdive perfect-~-gerundive of ngg_ 3 haviﬁg eaten, héving gone
.+ past par%icible of lexical verb | , g
.%@agseﬁt pgrfect--present”tense of have fI have eaten. Yog have
Qﬁitﬁpast participle of lexical verb Fone,

e t--past tense of have + I had eaten. You had
past p\rtlenle of Yexical verb © pone. ' '
The' baae perfect and gerundive porfect have .various gyntactic

functions. The base Derfect with or without the 1ntroducer t@.

f.00y the @Grfoét infﬁnitiv@. fuﬂ@tl@ﬂJ nominally, "I would like to !

J

have- gone gyndﬁectﬂvallv. “tio thing to have U@ne" vorbtally in S

combination with m@dnlu,'”ﬂe;may hava fone.". The rorunidive perfoct
K , \

- funections nominally, "She 1o tired frem having danced tqo much”

o C .

e .
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v

adjeé}?vally. "Hav1ng danced too much. she is tired.

o

In summaryn, Qerfect is here used as a cover term for'

©any form of the aux111ary have + n%st partlclple of another verb

Tradltlonally--and here. foo-=the’ forms or functlons a&e called..

J

K

. /'varlously.'nbesent perfect, past perfeet. perfect 1nf1n1t1ve.a\\

.
LU

Derfect gerund, énd Derfect of present Darthlple.

PREVAILING THEORTES. in the 1itérature on the perfect,-
5 . v e
ite various forms are riven grossly une@ual;treatment. Over-

s

“®» " . M .
whelming attention is focussed on the present vperfect, very little

on the past perfect. The base ‘and gerundlve perfects, if mentioned

‘at all, are liéted W1ph,1n£1n1t1ves. gerurids, and present partl-

A

'

cirvles; listing is all.-that is-depe.v.No zﬂifynt is customarlly
. ' ' { 'n. v - F .

made to give the meaﬁfng-of the non-finite forms or, to link them

comprehenelvely w1th other fonm& of the perfect .

o I

Current relevance. The démlnant theory of the Dreeent per-

£

fect is called cufrent relevance, relevant anteriority, and the

- 1 .

like. It is often-ettribhted te,Jegbqfsenr/and indeed, his ctate~

ment ;s clear and .clearl,vl“influential'.5

» Q

The [bresenﬁ] perfect igs a retrospeotive present, which
connec'tg a panst ogccurrence thh the preoent tlme. either

as continued up to the pregeny moment (inelugive time),

or ag having reoults or congeguences beag\%? on the pregent, .
moment. £~

Whether the ﬁreaont perfeet 1? any opecieg of preocent, rotr@@@@@tlvo

b

6r otherwice will 'be ceen later. "“Ao continued up to the preoent
moment" explaino oueh ingtanceo ao "1 have now beoen oponking for

about: five minuteo” nud I kave beon in Deaver coineo Thuroday
morning., " ) _
4 fl
Tha lagt phraon, “aving ﬁeoulto or e@nonquwneeq bearing

on tho preoent moment," i0 not ouffiecient ao an explanati@n. The

invalidity of thio doetrine of eurrent relevunee,ean bo ochewn
- R t *, ///

/
-
/
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_— 8 . .
{lpgt by showing that at least one other tense of English‘has

current relevance also, and thus that thls featene by itself cannot

distingulsh the present peffect: aﬁd second by showing that it ‘is

i v E . .
. something else that is at issue, 7
. 33

Now, it must be asked why human belngs meption anythlng

at all--event. fact, emot{on. oolnlon. We mentlop tplngs because

Y ! o

'they are 1mportaht. because prec1sely they have fesults that bear
. £ .
on the moment of mentlonlng. So, whethef we say. "Jge has just.

’died” or "Joe just dled." we do it because 1t mattersowhen we say
1t.” We don t use language merely to exer01se dur.mouths or flngere.

but because what we write or: say is 't@ eanqra%gree important.

Martin Joos has ﬁut it veryAwelln6 N e

o « o+ o it is fair® to say that lanpsuage is not organized for
< . entlrely idle talk but is rather well adapted to mentioning
© . . ' . things becaﬁ%e they matter. Let uc take it as axiomatic
- " that the referent of a finite verb ig regularly the cauge
of ce;tain effects--unknown,- perhaps. often unforegeen,
but in any tage not -assumed to be non-exictent--girfce other®.
wige .the finite verb would be 1dle. otiose, and rather left unuged.:

Current relevance markb ewvery ugce of verbb in Enalieh. and 86,
cannot be the exelucive property of the‘nresent;perfect.

There remaing “the pegeibility'that the prepcent perfect.
hag @nly eurreﬁt relevanee, and that the pant, preoent, ete.

have that torother with othor diotinmiiching featureg. o cen

that thic ic not go, let mo leek at an example in eontext, fho

eitation io from a werk.-by Svbil Ledferd, “he Irinl af bre. Adnmn,

€

wihieh reoecounto a murder trial, It io from o memont towar ) the ond, ‘
‘ . a ,
apnelfiecally, frem the Judre'o eharre to the jury Juot hetoro it
€3 b

rotires, havine heard all the pvidonee, L

Y
Tho faet that I held that it wag n mnttor tor vus to
determine and not for me, deeo net moan he [the ﬂr@“w“htﬁij ‘
wan net in n veoitien te make n ”?r@nﬁ ﬂHbﬂ1OQ1Uﬂu tifnn tho

1 B o
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: evidence of Dr. Ashby. he clearly was; and he has not been
- ~able to fortify it by the evidente of Dr. Harman. (

¢ The testimony of the prosecution witnesses Dr.‘Ashby and Dr.
‘ Harman concerning the drugs administered to the murder victim has
enabled the prosecutor to make 'a strong submissioﬁ of Dr. Adams 8
i_ guilt in his summary. Ms{ Bedford used- paat tense to'etate the
procecutor's n081tion on the effect of Dr.. Ashby's evidence. pre- .
eent perfect on‘}he,effeét of Dr. Harman' S. Oareful’reading of this
| extrect.‘ahd of the book from which it is takem}'dees not indi—
cate that the evidence of:one or ﬁhe other doctor is more importenﬁh

a

" or that one ig narrative and the/other has only current relevance.

3

! What accounts for the difference? . °

. v 8 R .
e : // The perfact a tenge. Sdreneen8 indicates thé reason when

he discus ses the precent perfect as ﬁrecent past," for here he hab

‘seen that the preﬂent perfect concerng tenge, not a"pect The most

2

L . ‘,comnrehensive traatment of present and past perfect as tenses is

that of Ota.‘

Precent perfect, on the¢ Other hand. indiecates the occur-

rence of an action or the exiotence of a gtate in or for .

a period of time extendiny frem gome timo in the past up
\ > £111 the moment.of gpeaking . . 7 !

In the cage of vast p@rfect.,the end DOlﬂt of the
poriod io gome time in tH{e vpact.  Thug pagt norfect in=- .
dicates the ocecurrenco @f an aetion er the exioctence of -

a otate prier to come time in_ the pnoty thio reference
time will be civen by the context (eitheér verbal or ‘
cituationnl). Foth pregent and pact perfect indiefite

a peried of timo. What diotincdicheo thom io the dif-
ference in the end Hoint of tha noriod. .

it
Cnn eannot auarral with hic trnntmnn* of the paot perfeect, and 0%a
nan n@@@wmted for moot moeo of the procont porfeet, but aor ont
’

el ag "wann I hhve oeen him, 111 1n% vou know, " tdr tno geeine

.J/ ‘ in not oitunted 1 a perlod of tine ondppy at the nonent ot WWHQ}lﬂP

ra

t

. ' o ‘




- present percht ig 1n the non-pasts i.e., from the ®

* : ' b : .
o ’ 1y ’ . . ¢ ' .. . .

.. And Ota did. not deal wlth base and gerundlve perfects.

MEANINGS OF THE AMERICAN ENGLISH PERFECT The essentlal -

meaning; the common denomlnator. of all forms of the perfect is

>

priority Oo a 001nt of reference. That is. the action rendered

]

in the nerfect ig referred to a period of -time before, and extend-

ing up to. a,reference noant. The finite perfects, the present and

" hast Derfects. each have a characterlstlc p01nt of reference. ‘Thata

of the bast‘perfect-ls a point in the past; that of the

v

prpeent onward R >

"The non finite Torms. the baee perfect and the gerundlvg T,

‘e

' perfect. In~their syntactlc usee ag 1nf1n1te. gerund and present

particlple. have variablllty of reference point. In-other words,

it may be past, or non-paet. dependlnp on context " To illustrate

for the perfect of ‘the present participles o | /
- ‘,J’-.?@?ti o 35‘4 Hav1ng zribbed; I zaqqed. -
? Present: I?'?ﬂ DHaving gribbed‘ Ijemviaqcinﬁiiej;
Future: : i Havina gribbed; I will zaq. \

SR g

The latter ig of course amblguoue. but orie of the possible readinpa
puts the gribbing in the future. The other forms can be illuetrated
in “‘gimilar fashion, . . V
~ Ota and others. are perceptive in tneir realization. that part
of the previous difficult in understandinp the perfect results. fr@m
confusion with a bauic divieion of English verbs, .”he eategorieu
Are called active{btativc. conclusive/inconclusive, telie/atelic,

. . ) / ;
ete. The division i between verbs whose action in ordinarily

'viowcd of m@mentary.'ench ag awaken, and those who action is viewed

as oceuring over a period of time.rqnch as gleap. Ota recoénizeu
; 5 o
e v 8

]

5
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thatﬂEﬁgliah verbs occur in-the ‘perfect with what he called over~ \} .

xgngg. of which there nro three: o . “ Lo
_ ainglo actidn--chdractarizoa an action viewd unitnrily ."'°'~~ “»
iterativdi-chargcterizoa an iex;on viewod as ghpoated at’ @g-

T lellt once

‘. '. “over a pariod/ f time

. .._-/ ) o ‘0
In lunmaryg the essential mo ing of the porfoct in Englilh is
.Lpriority to a point of rofor nce. The fjnito forms each hawe a

ferenco. The non- rinito forms have

-

'

acharacteriatic point of ry.

é,,l'u' iterative, or conti uative.,

: study the di-trib tion of tho'Qprfoct in, Anorioan Eninah proca.

. 300,000 words, o

= En liah1 were étudied. Each océurrence of the parfoct waa e&~yﬁ¢ﬁ
trZ;i:d. togg her wgth apprqximately lQ'words of coptnxt'on gith'r ’

30%. of ‘the Standard Corpua of Prcsont-Dny A-orican

.
[

i*®

‘side. A T A

' ’ nnsum's. Thggm_g[_,nmtn‘[ 'I’he theory of meaninis was

not nubutantially dinprovod in the 1n-tunco- of the portoct utudiod, o
'iﬁgthat ro;nt;voly fow of the lnl§IHGOQ are not explainable }n its
htoﬁna. All'th;oo overtonss with present and paat poffcot'uero found.

¢ ~ For tho gorundivo porfoct, all ovortonou occur with perfect of

prouont participle, but none for iterative of perfect gerund. For

the bu-o pOrfoct. the porfoot of the indinitivo was found in all

llworo -tudlod loparatqu,

overtones. The- noduls di-cuaaod by Ehrman

witﬁ'thouo rindinglu NQ instances with g;g.\gngll. Qggnz_ﬁgu
- £ ‘ '

A
Q y




. found in 300 000 worde. Becauge of the differing

' 3and Imaginetive Pnose. t
TS %ﬂ.}

ad .
P b

‘. )
no .iterative with could, ghould, mugts no single action with willj

+

othere were fo%pd “ o ) s

The following instances cannot be accounted forn

2--ambiguoue between ig and hag
‘,'Q
& 1-*typographical error

* 8--ambiguode between paet perfect and eimple paet in deletion

? l--preeent perfect out of time eequence

l--past perfect w1tn/no paet point of reference; seems to

depend on formally past were (here, unreal present-time

ugse of past tense)

ll&-;’ha\‘re got (='h'ave) . | p
_20--nevefgot to (=‘have“to) ‘
) ) c b bn. Table'l ehowe'ebeoldte numpere of perfect
ers of

he average nymber- per extract i g1ven.

4 ", TABLE 1
U YN AN

AVERAGE FREQUENCIES OF PERFECT BY MAJOR CATEGORY

. T = o R
’ ﬁ’ » >
] & ) Bl W | e ] R I
Jdow o~ o = o @ o S
¢ @ A v £4 = f 0 £ » fa
ﬁ Bl a4 3 8§ | 5 | A > A
& 2] gl - ¢ ] - &: - B 3:
I 111 76 1,97 22 6,19 1109 9,96 . 4on "¢2.11
II 39 110 2.A2 11 0.2/ g7 7.6Y PH2 0,05

w 5 ’
g




TABLE 2 . - \ Y

— ‘. S CAQEGORY FREQUENCY OF NON-FINITES BY e oo
' ° , .0 SYNTACTIC FUNCTION R Y 7
. . a o ) ’:‘.e ‘ /‘ﬂ
9. . - \ N N . . o ‘ _2.}‘“ R o . |
Ctgry. | Number . bBasg 7 . Gerundive
v Modals Infinaj'ﬂPart. ~Gerund | g
O f\ 111 145, - 29 9 13 g SR
, 11 ‘}”. 39 103, 7. ¢ 10 S T
~ o ‘ , ¢ ) ’ ! * * ; ’4‘ . “ . " ”,« . .
' : | l ‘ .0 )

-y
a, -

s

. %{ " Use with modals accountl for the majorlty of instancee of the base . |
perfect, in fact. 87 3% Flgure 1 ehows the distribution of the bage‘\
perfect with modals. o | - (

. Forty instances of cond;tional gsentence are found. Thlrty " K
of them conform to a textbook pattern, with past perfect in the éiﬁ?o ‘
if. elause and pastrof modal + perfect base in the result clause.

o tve., "If I had geen him, I would have told you." Of the 30, the
modal in tne‘resglt clauge is ggg;g in 24 gentences, might in 3
and gould in 3. Of the remaining 10 sentences, uyhave“the |
condition in paat perfect and the reeult in would or gigﬂg +
- bage only. ¥Yould and m;gnu. of course. are formally past tenge,

and so ambiguoug ua to real time. but they are interprotable ag

’r present tense in theso inotancesy “Had. they not gotten me £6 the

.

- hospital when they did, perhapo I would not be here. . . " The

other cagses reflo@t varioun peculiaritien, inecluding, it appaare.

idiosyneracy of a olngle author. Condltional aentenera @ceur on

-




i

e o . .
: 3 m\ S ‘;\;)\
& ' o v-,\'\ % s ; // .
lO _4-‘_? BN . . // i
. - & . L - -
’ < si%x » E N .
O e ¥ —x b . s '...\ - - N
- ” p Py
. N
IS o c
T3, + A 3 4
ne el e + v =t t, &7
B 5 i i i 01\‘~-r- + I @ W
S T T R L "
¢ R o, e o, b N > S 25] €. . .
S .
FIGURE 1. - N

X' . %?equency of Modals with Perfect in 300, 000 wOrd

Y
o

the“averégé more frequently in Imaginative Prose (0.41 per samplé)
fhan in Informative Prose (0,22 per sample), but/gﬁviously not

Fipurb 2° ahows the diatribution of proﬂant perfect accord- -

’

often in either.

" ing to the subcategorxes of 'the Corpus, Figu e 3 ‘the distributi@n

of past perfect. ' SN
" " fhe division of repular and irregular participles ia
roughly equals 1382 instances of repular parti@iplea. 1354 of

irregulars. . The distribution of irraegular past participles iq

"gshown in Figure u‘\\One hundrad oight irregular verba in: parfoct

P , I '. - l:u o SO
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N
37 are past perfec .;31 present, and ﬁ non-fzﬁlte (depending on

must, w uld, and mi t) Passlve vo%ce'occu g in 377 1nstances.

most often 1n the L arned subcategory because of the stylli:ic/////»ﬁ
P / v .
requirement to avoid)\ the use of I. | There are 101 contragt ns
.- | / -
of. have,has and had, |

are u48 instances of p rfect in: subordlnate clause 1ntroduced by

-
-

one occuring rlth other than suoject There

temporal conjunction.' When the dust had settled he went back." -

-
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